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Remarks at the VCCS Hire Ed Conference (2015)
These remarks were delivered at the Hotel Roanoke & Conference Center in Roanoke, VA on December 9, 2015.

L

adies and gentlemen: good afternoon. I would especially like to welcome the many business
leaders who are sharing their time to be part of this conference. It’s not easy for many of you
to get away. This is taking time away from what you need to be doing for your business. We
appreciate that sacrifice. We’re grateful to have you, and eager to help you. More on that in just a
minute.
There are certain milestones that really stand out as your career advances. If you have ever been in a
job for any length of time then you know what I’m talking about – a particular event, or a moment,
or a tradition that reminds you of where you began and how far you’ve made it.
This Hire Ed Conference is one of those milestones for me. I remember the first one I ever
attended after being hired to the chancellor’s post. There were about 30 people there. Our group
was so small that our breakfast, which was served outside of the meeting room, was eaten by an
entirely different group. (The worst part, by the way, wasn’t that they took all the food. It was that
they also took all the coffee, and that’s unforgivable.)
It was a plucky group of folks in those early days. Some of them are still with us today. But
workforce development services was still sort of new for Virginia’s Community Colleges. In fact,
that conference was happening only a few years after the turn of the century, when the General
Assembly and then-Governor Jim
Gilmore had passed a new law declaring
that we were the keepers of the
commonwealth’s postsecondary
workforce development.
We weren’t quite sure what that meant in
those days. And, honestly, I don’t think
we could have predicted just how vital is
was to become. We did some customized
training, here and there. We offered some
courses that would probably qualify you
for what was called, “blue collar” jobs.
We offered something called non-credit
classes – a depressing nomenclature that can easily sound like basket weaving courses to someone
who doesn’t know better.
But that plucky little group of workforce leaders were hungry folks – and not just because of the
stolen breakfast. They thought this stuff could be big. They thought it could make a difference. And
they didn’t care about the sideways glances their enthusiasm earned from the traditionalists raised
with the academy mindset. If I had to pinpoint it, I would say that our short-term training programs
really came of age during the Great Recession. A flood of people washed across our campuses,
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grasping for something to serve as their personal recovery plan in desperate times. Many of them
landed in these short-term programs and came out the better for it.
I expect that we will soon see that again at New River Community College in Dublin. The Volvo
truck plant there recently announced that they were laying-off 734 people – a quarter of their
workforce – in February. While I’m no fortune teller, I suspect that there won’t be too many of
those folks looking at this as a chance to enroll in a university and finally earn that Ph.D. in 19th
century French poetry.
They’re looking our way. They want something that can help them get back in the game in a few
months, not years. And they need something that will help them earn enough money to keep
supporting their family. They need our short-term training programs.
There’s an old sports cliché that says, winners want the ball in their hands no matter the
circumstances. Folks – and I’m talking to our workforce leaders here – you got it. You have the ball.
And before I finish these remarks I will ask each of you to help us get that ball over the goal line. I
believe we can, though we can’t do it without you.
What we do in community college workforce development – specifically the industry-recognized
credentials to which our short-term training programs lead are the higher education issue of our
time. Our businesses need more of them, and they need them yesterday. No longer are community
college folks the only ones saying that. We hear it from business leaders. We hear it from elected
leaders. And this is only the beginning.
I’m a big reader. And I love history. Can’t get enough of it. It’s been a few years since I’ve read it but
I really enjoyed Team of Rivals by Doris Kearns Goodwin, about the election of Abraham Lincoln
and the cabinet he assembled.
Among the things that stand out to me was the feeling of boredom that surrounded that particular
election. As the generation that led the American Revolution was dying off, people had a sense that
the exciting part of the American story was finished. The real history-making, they thought, was
done.
I’ve thought about that quite a bit as we prepare for our own historic commemoration. Next year,
we celebrate the 50th anniversary of the creation of the Virginia Community College System. That
was an exciting moment, folks. Virginia was in the midst of a population boon that included
returning veterans, women and African Americans, all seeking the chance to go to college. Virginia
had industries that were fretting about the lack of trained and qualified technicians to do their work.
And Virginia had a new governor, elected on a no-new-taxes platform, pushing for a first-ever state
sales tax to build a system of community colleges to make it all work. My friends, our history-making
isn’t finished yet. In fact, we’re just getting warmed up.
We are pushing a plan today to help more people earn the industry-recognized credentials that will
get them jobs. We are pushing a plan today to invest state money in a meaningful way, for really the
first time, to expand the short-term training programs that our colleges offer to get people to those
credentials. And we are pushing a plan that is likely to be included in the Governor’s biennial
budget, and finding some bipartisan support in the General Assembly. Of course, it’s early in this
sausage-making process.
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In short, we are pushing a plan to create a funding formula for our workforce development
programs – something we’ve never had before. Like I said, our history-making isn’t finished. And
we need your help if we’re going to see it through.
Many of you have heard me talk about our work to create this plan. When I say that this is the issue
of our time, I’m not being arbitrary. Increasingly, circumstances and situations are pushing Virginia
in this direction. Let me give you three examples of that.
One, 19 other states are already funding the community college training programs that lead to
industry-recognized certifications. That includes many of our neighbors like Maryland, Kentucky
and both Carolinas. In fact, North Carolina is investing more than $92 million a year on their noncredit programs.
Two, over the next decade as many as two-thirds of the 1.5 million jobs that will have to be filled in
Virginia will require more than a high school diploma but less than a bachelor’s degree. They will
demand our associate’s degrees and industry-recognized credentials.
And three, this need is already costing all of us real money today. The company Burning Glass
produced a report indicating there were more than 175,000 job vacancies last year in Virginia in
what’s considered middle skill occupations.
The jobs we’re talking about paid more than $28 an hour, or more than $58,000 dollars a year – a
figure that is just shy of Virginia’s median household income ($63,000). This is the kind of money
that can support a family. Well, those jobs each sat vacant for nearly a month. That means Virginia
employers lost more than 36 million hours of productivity. That means Virginians lost more than $1
billion dollars in wages. And Virginia, which depends on income tax withholdings more than any
other state save one, lost more than $54 million in tax revenue.
We spent the first half of this year studying this. We held 22 town hall meetings across Virginia that
engaged more than 1,500 business leaders. The people who came to those meetings really drilled
into us the important of what’s called the 1-2-7 phenomenon. It works like this:
•
•
•

For every “one” job that a business hires that demands a postgraduate degree. Think senior
engineer, medical doctor, or lead software designer;
The business has to hire “two” people with baccalaureate degrees. Think human resources,
accountant, or public relations;
And their work must be supported by “seven” frontline technicians with associate degrees or
postsecondary certifications to make it all work. Think machinists, welders, electricians,
project managers, lab technicians.

Businesses can find and hire the “ones” and the “twos,” no problem. In fact, they’re not afraid to
recruit them from across the world, if necessary. The “sevens,” however, must already be here.
That’s essential to attracting new businesses to Virginia and convincing existing businesses to stay
and even expand. In fact, economic developers say that the proven existence of the “sevens,” or a
pipeline to them, is more important to deal-making than any other physical infrastructure or tax
policy.
Let me just walk you through some of the thinking that supports our two-year, $40 million dollar
ask, creating a funding formula, that would deliver more than 10,000 high-demand credentials for
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Virginia. (For the business leaders in the crowd, this is what I meant when I mentioned earlier about
how we want to help you.) Resources are needed to begin, and in some cases, expand the short-term
training programs that our colleges run to help people earn these certifications. Our colleges are not
paid to do that today. It’s not part of our state funding model.
We’re taking a risk to get this done. We are proposing a unique, outcomes-based plan that would pay
our colleges only after someone completes our program and earns a credential. It doesn’t get any
more accountable than this. It asks the
Commonwealth to invest only in results.
We’re striving to make these opportunities
more affordable for the people who have
the most to gain from them. These shortterm training programs are significantly
cheaper than our degree programs. But
there’s a catch: there’s hardly any financial
aid available for those students. The typical
program cost is just over $3,000 and that’s a
big check to write for the 70-percent of
Virginians who live from paycheck to
paycheck.
We need to get more people excited about
these opportunities. We found a huge
interest gap. People don’t know these
credentials and careers exists. We are
beginning that work, along with some other
agencies, through a grant from the National
Governor’s Association. This is something
that no other state is doing well. And we’re
putting Virginia in a position to compete
with the 19 other states that already invest
in the training of their “sevens.” Our plan
includes some matching money to help
existing Virginia employers update and up-skill their employees – when doing so is in Virginia’s best
interest.
As I stand before you today, my friends, I believe that this is a modest and solid plan that puts our
colleges on a path to meeting Virginia’s needs for more of these credentials. I also believe that this is
truly in play for the legislative session. You know, every year thousands of bills and hundreds of
budget amendments are filed. Only some of them are really in play. This proposal is.
This is a history-making moment for our generation of leaders. But we need your help to get this
across the goal line. I invite you to join our coalition of supporters who are keeping this
conversation going.
Specifically, I want to ask you to do three things to help us. First, help us keep this plan as a priority.
As I said, lawmakers have to deal with thousands of measures and even more people clamoring for
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their time and attention once the legislative session is underway. Talk to them early and often about
how important these credentials are and how this plan will help Virginia secure more of them.
Second, help us keep this plan above partisan politics. You only have to read a single day of press
clippings to get a sense of just how easily this legislative session can devolve into nasty squabbles.
There are a lot of divisive issues around us. But this credentials plan holds no partisan aims. The
folks we want to educate with it are Democrats, Republicans, Libertarians and vegetarians. When we
give individuals the knowledge and skills necessary to help their businesses succeed, everyone wins.
And third, help us keep this plan “real” for our elected officials. This credentials plan isn’t
addressing a community college need. This is a Virginia need. This is a business need. This is a need
for the 1.1 million Virginians who have some college experience, and probably some college debt,
but no college credential. When you talk to lawmakers, please tell them about your business. Tell
them about your challenges finding and hiring qualified and skilled employees. And tell them how
having more of these credentials will ease that burden for you. That’s what makes it real for those
who will make this decision. Your voice is invaluable for that.
In closing, ladies and gentlemen, let me once again thank you for being part of this conference. It
has grown over the years from just a breakfast-free planning session for some visionary folks to
being a marquee event in Virginia’s workforce scene. Your participation bolsters it even further. And
thank you for being engaged and helping us advance this credentials plan. Now is the time, and
credentials are the issue. Together, we’ll make the most of this opportunity and move Virginia
forward in a real and meaningful way. Together, we can make some history of which we can all be
proud.
Thank you, and enjoy the conference.
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